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1. Introduction  
In Bertie County, North Carolina, workforce development providers acknowledge that they are 
challenged to meet the population they serve. Many factors are cited for this, including poor 
infrastructure, the distance to services due to the county’s large geography, and institutional distrust. 
There is a belief that existing employment training opportunities, most offered at the community 
colleges or by the county NCWorks (formerly JobLink) office, are underutilized. The recommended 
response involves closer collaboration between existing state-funded training supports and more 
localized community-based and faith-based entities.  
The strengths and challenges of this kind of public/nonprofit partnership lie with the unique 
characteristics of each entity. Community colleges have existing curriculum and educational 
professionals on staff. Community colleges and larger regional social service entities, supported by 
the workforce investment consortiums, are also characterized as having more organizational capacity 
and longevity. They also depend more on government support, which is a relatively stable source of 
funding, but which also has a high level of reporting and scrutiny, and can be impacted by political 
volatility. In contrast, the community-based and faith-based organizations have the trust of and are 
located in closer proximity to the individuals being served. They also are characterized by a 
nimbleness of decision making, and a reliance on sweat equity and private contributions, which 
allows for more flexibility in decision making but which requires professional skill, time, and 
resources to sustain. 
This paper explores the opportunities and the challenges of collaborations between community 
colleges and community-based organization as a means to increase the delivery of job training 
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opportunities in rural settings. Specifically, this paper will address the following questions: how can 
college/community workforce partnerships overcome challenges to employment training that are 
due to geographic and institutional challenges unique to rural communities; in what ways do 
community providers have to be strengthened to successfully integrate into networks and implement 
workforce initiatives; and how can these collaborations be built in a way so that they are long lasting 
and can leverage the resources of other potential partners necessary for community-wide economic 
and workforce development impact. 
The lens for this paper is Bertie County, and the lessons learned though a county-wide community 
economic development planning process, undertaken by the Kenan Institute of Private Enterprise, 
at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. This experience is weighed against research done 
about strategies used in other communities that involve the intersection between workforce 
development, rural implementation challenges, and network building. Research suggests that more 
intentional connections between regional publically–funded entities and community-based 
organizations improve the delivery of employment training. There are good examples of these types 
of networks, being promoted and supported in the region. The collaborations between Roanoke-
Chowan Community College (RCCC) and the Place of Possibilities (POP) and the Christian 
Women’s Job Corp (CWJC) represent a different model for how community college HRD classes 
integrate into community agency programming. To date, these satellite locations have developed in a 
rather ad hoc fashion, based on the particular requests of the host agency and on RCCC’s desire to 
increase the population it serves. They provide good examples of different ways these partnerships 
can work and the opportunities and challenges for replication. 
What this paper will reveal is that there are tangible ways that college/community partnerships 
remove barriers to employment training for individuals living in rural communities. At the same 
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time, this paper will show that there are broader, more structural challenges to improving workforce 
opportunities, related to multi-agency coordination and industry participation. While community 
colleges and community-based agencies are just two of many actors involved in the system, this 
paper suggests that their partnership can be a model for addressing some of the broader challenges. 
To do so, though, will require attention to ongoing sustainability, which effects the opportunity for 
any long-term impact. This information will be beneficial for rural communities, such as Bertie, and 
for those who support them, to anticipate the challenges of network creation and to ensure that 
initial investments of time and resources can lead to long-term and sustainable partnerships and not 
one-off demonstrations. 
A mixed methods approach is used for this paper. Interviews were conducted in the fall and winter 
2013, with more than forty individuals who live and/or work in Bertie County, and who work in 
workforce development, economic development, and related fields. Interviews with community 
stakeholders revealed many of the exogenous and institutional factors impacting opportunities for 
Bertie’s workforce, which in turn have negative consequences for economic development 
opportunities. Information was also obtained from a meeting held on February 8, 2014, of twenty-
two community stakeholders, including the presidents and staff from the two community colleges 
that serve Bertie County, the director of the regional workforce investment consortium, the 
directors of both large and small nonprofit organizations that provide supportive services to Bertie 
residents, as well as public school teachers, and representative from the faith community. This local 
perspective was informed by a literature review of recent rural workforce development network 
building strategies, focusing on the role of community colleges. In addition, the National Center for 
Charitable Statistics database of nonprofit financial records was used to analyzethe financial health 
of community-based providers in Bertie County. This allowed for a better understanding of existing 
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organizational and financial capacity constraints and suggest the need for strengthening by public 
and private funders and support organizations. 
The paper will begin with a literature review of research on rural workforce development strategies 
and network building, focusing on the connection between community college-offered employment 
training and community-based agencies. The following section will look at the partnerships between 
Roanoke-Chowan Community College and the Place of Possibility and Christian Women’s Job 
Corp, and how they improve employment training delivery to the communities they serve. This will 
be framed by a description of current economic and workforce conditions in the county, based on 
interviews with community stakeholders, along with feedback from them as to what is and what is 
not working in the county. From that, a discussion will follow about the impact of the 
college/community partnerships and how they fit within the larger system: how college/community 
workforce partnerships increase access to employment training for individuals; what are the broader 
systemic challenges to workforce development, understood in the context of college/community 
partnerships; and what are the challenges to the sustainability of the model, and how can they be 
addressed? 
The next section will provide some context on the role of community colleges in rural workforce 
development, suggest reasons why partnerships with community colleges are warranted, and broadly 
articulate some of the opportunities and challenges of such partnerships. 
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2. Background on Rural Workforce Development Partnerships between Community 
Colleges and Community Agencies  
There is a body of literature on employment training that focuses on the important role of 
community colleges (Green, 2007). One view is that community colleges are well positioned to 
supply employment training because of their expansive labor market coverage, access to 
marginalized populations, and reputation within the business community (Osterman, 2007). 
Research done in other states showed that community college job training classes had statistically 
significant impacts on increasing employment rates and average earnings, over other worker training 
programs (King, 2008). Being placed in the context of other educational opportunities is considered 
an additional advantage for community colleges. A link was found between participation in job 
training programs and GED and other postsecondary education, which was shown to increase 
earnings (King, 2008). 
In rural areas especially, community colleges are seen by some as being uniquely positioned to be 
catalysts for increasing economic and educational opportunity in their community. They are seen as 
having the stature, stability, and flexibility to provide leadership for regional development (Autry and 
Rubin, 1998). Another perspective, though, is that community colleges are challenged to reach down 
and assist the hardest to serve, due to resource constraints, which can result in a lack of flexibility to 
cater to the needs of local populations. This has led to a concern that less advantaged job seekers are 
not obtaining the employment training they need from community colleges and the suggestion that 
community colleges be more intentional in partnering to increase their reach to this population 
(Autry and Rubin, 1998; Lowe et al., 2011). Three types of partnerships are considered important for 
community colleges: ones with the business sector, with federally-funded workforce development 
agencies, and with community-based agencies. 
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Partnerships with business and industry are crucial to ensure that program participants have access 
to job opportunities after completing their training (Lowe et al., 2011) The quality of the available 
jobs and the socioeconomic conditions of the labor pool effect industry’s willingness to partner. 
Holzer (2008) describes conditions where, “even when jobs are obtained, weak job retention and 
high turnover often result from low wages and other problems (like poor health or inadequate child 
care and transportation) that cause instability in the lives of poor workers. Indeed, this expected 
instability gives employers one more reason not to invest in training the disadvantaged where and 
when they are hired” (Holzer, 2008). Green (2007), in a study of 1,590 firms located in rural 
communities across the country, found, among other things, that firms that have a high demand for 
lower skilled jobs were less likely to collaborate in job training than those that required higher skilled 
workers. While the subject of partnerships between community colleges and industry is not the 
focus of this paper, its importance, particularly in light of the composition of industries in rural 
regions, like Bertie County (as will be discussed), cannot be overstated. A consideration is given in 
the concluding sections to the relevance of the link between industry and community 
college/community-based organization partnerships. 
Workforce Investment Act-supported agencies compliment and sometimes overlap with programs 
offered by community colleges. But community colleges are often reluctant to work with the 
workforce development system, due to issues related to differences between state and federal 
funding and reporting requirements (Osterman, 2007). In addition, a study of eight states and 
sixteen local areas across the nation found that most states have kept the major workforce 
development programs relatively separate, with organizational structures that mirror those at the 
Federal level. The study also found that only half of the Federally-funded programs studied achieved 
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any degree of meaningful integration, with other community efforts, including community colleges 
(Osterman, 2007). 
Partnerships with community-based providers—nonprofit organizations that typically provide a 
range of support services to a smaller geographic region—are also seen as crucial. Research suggests 
that more intentional connections between institutional supports and community-based 
organizations can improve opportunities for those needing job skills. Green’s review of data from 
selected community colleges across the country showed that when community-based organizations 
are involved in workforce development networks, the training programs offered by the colleges are 
much broader than when the community colleges themselves are the central actors in the networks 
(Green, 2007). He argues that this is the case because, in an attempt to appear responsive to business 
needs, community colleges develop overly narrow training programs that are designed to meet 
specific industry needs. Community-based organizations have a broader set of interests and 
compliment community college offerings with training in basic skills that are more transferable. 
Being more locally based, they also have better access to participants. “One of the chief advantages 
of these organizations is that they have strong ties with local groups and ‘local knowledge’ that can 
be quite beneficial in workforce development efforts” (Green, 2007). Community-based providers 
offer more targeted one-on-one assistance to families and individuals, typically in the form of case 
management and mentoring. This can be an important support to programs offered at community 
colleges, which may not have the resources for this type of assistance (Lowe et al., 2011). 
Yet community-based providers have their own challenges. In poor rural communities, the 
nonprofit sector is typically small and fragile. Funding for their work is often tenuous. This is the 
case even though they are increasingly recognized to have an important role in local community 
change and in providing services not provided by the public or private sectors (MDC, 2002). Beyond 
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a lack of funding, another challenge specific to partnerships between community-based providers 
and community colleges is the time required to build trust. This is due to the varied nature of 
community college involvement in their community (MDC, 2002). It is also due to potential 
differences in the motives of the parties involved (Kania and Kramer, 2011). 
Funding dynamics also present both challenges and opportunities for these partnerships. Private 
foundations often prefer to support new organizations and new programs. As a result, foundations 
do not always support a single organization over a long period of time. At the same time, they like to 
support programs that evolve over time and within a community, and look favorably on 
collaborations. Regarding public support, partnerships can complicate government funding, as 
transaction costs are typically higher, with greater due diligence needed related to hiring contracting 
partners and establishing collaborative partnerships (Lecy and Slyke, 2012). Demand for funding for 
such partnerships can lead to mission creep and potentially increase fiscal vulnerability because of 
eventual funding and policy changes (Lecy and Slyke, 2012). But without it, rural counties are hard 
pressed to advance any form of new workforce development strategies, and they will continue to 
face challenges (Dewees et al., 2003). 
Partnerships also take time to coalesce, especially when the effort is trying to build bridges between 
public entities, like community colleges, and nonprofit community-based providers. Each type of 
institution has its own culture, language, and set of expectations that are difficult to overcome. This 
is particularly the case when partnerships between these two types of entities include the business 
sector (Green, 2007). The idea of cultural mismatch among collaborators is a potential criticism of 
the types of partnerships discussed. Funders, when considering how to leverage their grant dollars 
need to be sensitive to this. 
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Collaborations between community colleges and community-based organizations fall under the 
broad terms “collective impact” and “comprehensive community initiatives,” which have been 
popularized in recent foundation and nonprofit literature.1 Their relevance to college/community 
workforce partnerships relates to the inevitable need for private support for such partnerships. 
Easterling (2012) wrote, “The many critical reviews of comprehensive community initiatives tell us 
that organizations should not be induced into collective action unless and until they are assured that 
this is work that they want to pursue. It is challenging and even unnatural for organizations with 
distinct missions to come together and develop a shared agenda, especially one that involves systems 
change. Just as foundations perform due diligence before deciding whether to invest in a grantee, 
organizations considering the possibility of collective action need to first assess whether this new 
work is likely to pay off both for their own organization and in an overall sense.” He went on, 
“When we recognize that collective action requires alignment and trust among the participating 
organizations, it becomes clear why funder-driven collaboration often fails to generate meaningful 
impact. In convening a comprehensive community initiative or collective-impact effort, a funder is 
short-circuiting a number of important steps that must be traveled before actors with different 
interests can arrive at a strategy that is truly shared.” 
Easterling highlights the challenge of foisting onto communities preconceived models for 
improvement. Successful workforce collaborations require a balance between a bottom-up 
approach, where the local knowledge and ingenuity of community-based providers spark 
opportunities for community college involvement, and the top-down structure to engage all of the 
necessary partners—including industry, other publically-funded workforce agencies, and private 
funders—to allow for the impact of such collaborations to scale and be sustainable. 
                                                          
1 See http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/collective_impact 
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With this as context, the next section describes the employment training collaborations between 
Roanoke-Chowan Community College, which serves Bertie County, and two community-based 
organizations that serve that region, the Place of Possibilities and Christian Women’s Job Corp. It 
begins with a description of socioeconomic conditions in the county, followed by an overview of 
employment training opportunities offered by RCCC, through the North Carolina community 
college system. 
 
3. College/Community Workforce Partnerships in Bertie County: Roanoke-Chowan 
Community College, the Place of Possibilities, and Christian Women’s Job Corp   
College/community workforce partnerships are key to a successful workforce and economic 
development strategy. To understand why this is the case in Bertie County, it is helpful to 
understand the socioeconomic conditions in the county, the existing quality of its workforce, and 
the community colleges that serve it. 
Bertie County, located in northeastern North Carolina, ranks near the bottom of the state in virtually 
all socioeconomic measures. According to the 2013 County Health Rankings and Roadmaps, Bertie 
ranks eighty-eight, out of the state’s 100 counties, in a cumulative ranking of social and economic 
factors. Its unemployment rate is 12.7 percent, compared to 10.5 statewide. Only 42 percent of its 
population has had some college, compared to 62 percent statewide. Its median household income is 
$29,000, compared to $44,000 statewide. Only 41 percent of Bertie residents are currently in the 
workforce, lower than other counties in that part of the state and much lower than state average of 
48 percent. Its population is 20,800, 62 percent of which are African Americans. Its population 
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density is 30 persons per square mile. (North Carolina’s population density is 196 persons per square 
mile). 2  
Regionalism was a common theme shared by those interviewed, along with the concern that that 
typical employment training strategies do not work in the county. It’s large geographic area, 
disbursed population, and numerous small towns located near its boarders were seen as natural 
obstacles to coordination and a shared identity. The executive director of a regional community 
development agency said, “There is a feeling that Bertie has a split identity. Its north associates with 
Ahoske (in Hereford County). Its south associates with Williamston (in Martin County). Its east 
associates with Edenton (in Chowan County).”3  
A theme from the interviews, one shared by economic development and workforce development 
professionals in the region, was that there is a low level of job preparedness among a high 
percentage of Bertie residents, and this is a hindrance to job creation in the county. A workforce 
development expert in the region said, “The first question industry asks is, ‘What kind of workforce 
do you have?’”4 To this question, representatives of Bertie struggle with a sellable answer. A former 
chief financial officer for a manufacturer in the county said, “The biggest thing is to be able to get 
good, trainable workers. There is a challenge to finding workers locally, in Bertie.”5 A staff member 
at Bertie County’s Co-Operative Extension, said, “Job preparedness skills are sorely lacking and 
needed here. Many residents lack preparedness for jobs in all areas, from food service to healthcare. 
                                                          
2 Demographic information obtained from: 
www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/northcarolina/2013/bertie/county/factors/2/additional/by-rank; and from: quick-
facts.census.gov/qfd/states/37/37015.html. 
3 Personal communication, November 13, 2013 
4 Personal communication, November 12, 2013 
5 Personal communication, November 6, 2013 
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These job preparedness trainings are lacking and needed in high school.”6 Autrey and Rubin (1998) 
highlight the importance to economic development of education, job training, and a strong 
workforce, writing that, “Education and training are essential to help individuals gain access to good 
jobs, wherever they choose to live…The link between economic development and access to 
education is especially important in poor rural regions. In these places, low levels of educational 
attainment and high poverty are barriers to development that must be addressed directly if the 
economy is to thrive.” In Bertie County, one way this is supposed to be addressed is through 
employment training through the community college system.  
Bertie County is served by two community colleges. Roanoke-Chowan Community College is 
located in Ahoskie (Hertford County) which is approximately a thirty minute drive from Windsor, 
the largest town in Bertie. Martin Community College is located in Williamston, which is 
approximately a twenty minute drive from Windsor. Martin Community College also has a satellite 
campus in Windsor. To understand the resources available from RCCC and Martin Community 
College, it is important to get a sense of the employment training offered through the North 
Carolina community college system. 
The North Carolina Community College system offers employment training opportunities through 
its Human Resources Development (HRD) curriculum, which is part of the state system’s non-
degree seeking Continuing Education program. According to H. Martin Lancaster, former president 
of the state community college system, “The Human Resources Program has, since its inception in 
1969, played a vital role in meeting the economic and workforce development mission of the 
community college system”  (Taking, 2008). HRD started as a pilot initiative at Lenoir Community 
College, and within six months 183 unemployed individuals were enrolled and trained, and 78 
                                                          
6 Personal communication, October 30, 2013 
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percent of the graduates found employment. The president of Lenoir Community College reflected 
at the time, “The program brought in people who would never have come to college on their own 
initiative. What surprised us even more was that they could go out and get to work right after only 
eight weeks of study”  (Taking, 2008). The community college system sees the role of HRD as 
directly linked with the state’s economic development and workforce development mission  (Taking, 
2008). 
HRD focuses on the development of basic workplace skills by providing skill assessment services, 
employment training, and career counseling to unemployed and underemployed adults. According to 
the information obtained from the HRD website, it focuses on developmental activities geared 
toward the acquisition of both work-related and family self-sufficiency skills; the establishment of a 
variety of options for upgrading employment-related skills, and the development of both 
instructional and proactive case management strategies to help participants reach their goals.7 In 
addition to specific employment-related skill development, HRD focuses on the development of 
softer skills, such as healthy perceptions, optimism, creative choices, and positive expectations. 
Community colleges have the flexibility to customize the scope and duration of courses to meet the 
customized needs of their community and/or targeted populations. HRD programs offer both 
short-term training classes, usually four to ten hours, in addition to more extensive employability 
skills courses that are offered from forty to 115 hours. HRD courses are free to qualified 
participants, those who are unemployed, have been notified of a layoff, or underemployed (people 
working part time and/or are eligible for the Federal Earned Income Tax Credit.)8 
                                                          
7 Obtained from: edgecombe.edu/continuing-education/human-resources-development. 
8 Ibid. 
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RCCC currently offers the following HRD courses: Employability Skills, Employability Lab, Career 
Planning and Assessment, Career Readiness/Pathways, Introduction to Computer Skills, 
Employability Motivation and Retention, and Economic Literacy. According to an instructor at 
RCCC, it has the flexibility to offer training as a single course or as a bundled series of courses, 
which can lead to a certificate of completion leading to a recognized credential. Courses can be 
taught anywhere, as long as there are at least eight students enrolled. The college has flexibility as to 
where and when the courses are offered. They can be informally put together, based on need of the 
target population, although there is a memorandum of understanding agreed upon by both the 
college and the host agency.9 
In Bertie, churches and community-based organizations are outlets for RCCC to market 
employment training classes. Also, in lieu of its own physical presence in the county, RCCC partners 
with a number of these locations to offer classes directly. Currently, RCCC offers continuing 
education classes in the following locations that serve Bertie County residents: the Place of 
Possibilities, Christian Women’s Job Corp, the Windsor Fire Department, Vidant-Bertie Memorial 
Hospital, and the Aulander Community Building. A brief description of two of these partnerships, 
with the Place of Possibilities and Christian Women’s Job Corp, is followed by a close look at the 
ways these collaborations help individuals to overcome some of the barriers to rural workforce 
participation. 
The Place of Possibilities is a nonprofit organization, established in 2008, and located in Aulander 
(population: 880), in northeast Bertie County. It grew out of programming and services provided by 
All God’s Children United Methodist Church, under the direction of its minister, Dr. Laura Early. 
Its mission is, “to alleviate suffering and hardship and educate, empower, and enlighten the children 
                                                          
9 Personal communication, October 25, 2013 
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and adults of northeastern North Carolina so that they can break the circle of poverty and become 
dedicated and responsible citizens.”10 In 2010, POP partnered with the Textiles Extension 
Education for Economic Development at North Carolina State University, to create a textile 
entrepreneurship program for young adults who live in the area it serves. Called the E-Zone, the 
program was designed to be a partnership between POP and Glenoit Textiles, located in Tarboro, 
with assistance from the College of Textiles and the College of Management at NC State University. 
The E-Zone was designed to serve eight individuals at a time, who were trained in cut-and-sew 
operations to develop the technical skills to sew and assemble apparel products.11 The E-Zone was 
funded by a $50,000 grant from Golden LEAF Foundation. Curriculum included two hours of 
technical work with sewing machines, taught by staff with thirty years in the cut-and-sew industry, 
and job readiness classes, taught by instructors from RCCC. According to a community college 
staffer, the benefits of the program included the fact that the career readiness soft skills 
complimented the more specific technical training that the participants received.12  
Christian Women’s Job Corp was founded by Pat Byrd in 2010.13 Byrd had recently retired from the 
position of director of business services at the regional hospital. In that role, she was responsible for 
hiring for many lower level hospital positions, and she saw how many individuals desiring these jobs 
lacked the skills to obtain them.  She found herself helping many of them with the application 
process. This was one of her motivations for creating CWJC. The curriculum that is offered at 
CWJC includes career readiness classes offered by RCCC, catered to the particular need of the 
cohort, as well as classes on budgeting and parenting, offered by Co-Operative Extension.  In 2013, 
                                                          
10 Information obtained from placeofpossibilities.org. 
11 Information obtained from: www.roanoke-chowannewsherald.com/2011/11/01/dream-weaver/  
12 Personal communication, February 19, 2014 
13 Information about CWJC was obtained during a personal interview, February 19, 2014 
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CWJC served nineteen women, ten of whom obtained employment through the program, and 
twelve of whom took additional curriculum courses at RCCC. 
Roanoke-Chowan Community College’s HRD classes at both the Place of Possibilities, in Aulander, 
and the Christian Women’s Job Corp, in Ahoskie, provide examples of the different ways that 
RCCC partners with community-based organizations and that HRD classes fit within the larger 
programming of the organizations. POP and CWJC both used the classes as one piece of a larger 
educational program, and both targeted the program to a specifically defined population. But while 
POP used the career readiness classes to compliment technical skills development within a particular 
industry, CWJC used the class as part of wrap-around support services linked more intentionally 
with other community college offerings on the RCCC campus. Each of these partnerships provides 
lessons regarding opportunities and challenges for increasing college/community workforce 
partnerships to improve access to employment training for Bertie County residents. The next section 
will look more closely at challenges that individuals living in Bertie County face to accessing job 
training, for which  college/community workforce partnerships prove beneficial.. 
 
4. Ways College/Community Workforce Partnerships Expand Participation 
There are a number of ways that partnerships between Roanoke-Chowan Community College and 
the Place of Possibilities and Christian Women’s Job Corp increase access to job training 
opportunities for Bertie County residents. Some are contextual and specific to characteristics of 
Bertie. For example, the partnerships address transportation challenges caused by the county’s large 
geography. Also, the partnerships alleviate some of the challenges of having two community colleges 
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serve one county. Others address broader challenges of providing employment training to 
disadvantaged populations, related to overcoming institutional barriers.  
Transportation and accessibility 
Bertie County’s geography has consequences for individuals’ access to workforce opportunities. 
Numerous individuals interviewed cited transportation as the primary obstacle that Bertie residents 
face to access employment and education. Specifically, barriers are the distance to travel to work and 
school and, for those with automobiles, the resultant high fuel costs. Those without cars have 
greater challenges. The regional transportation system, Choanoke Public Transportation Authority 
(CPTA), is considered by many to be inadequate. A Bertie resident commented, “I work in the 
middle of Windsor, and I have no idea how to get around using public transportation.”14 Informal 
car pools are used frequently for transportation to work, but these create challenges for employees 
dependent on such arrangements when the primary driver is not able to work. An empirical analysis 
of socioeconomic data15 from a sample of Bertie residents confirmed that households without cars 
are more likely to face employment challenges and to live in poverty than those with cars. This is 
important because only 25 percent of Bertie County residents who are employed work in the county. 
Hertford County, which borders Bertie to its north, employs 34 percent of Bertie residents in the 
workforce, the largest percent of surrounding counties.16   
The Place of Possibilities and Christian Women’s Job Corp address the challenges of transportation 
in different ways. Residents of Aulander, who do not have or cannot afford transportation, have a 
local venue for employment training at POP.  One participant, for example, rode his bicycle and 
                                                          
14 Personal communication, November 1, 2013 
15 From, “A statistical analysis of potential contributing factors to poverty and unemployment in Bertie County, North 
Carolina,” written by the author, for POLI 783, fall 2013 
16 From: U.S. Census Bureau, Metropolitan and Micropolitan Data, 2006-2010 
18 
 
would not have been able to attend otherwise. CWJC provides a venue for classes, for people who 
could not access them otherwise. It also encourages its participants to take classes at the community 
college. The issue of transportation is addressed by CWJC offering participants transportation 
directly, by providing financial assistance to pay for CPTA, and by providing gas cards for 
participants who have their own vehicles, to help with that expense. 
While community college training in local settings addresses the challenges of lack of transportation 
that many face, the exposure to college-led employment training also leads to opportunities for 
further engagement by workforce participants in community college education. To fully take 
advantage of this, which would address a contributing factor leading to increased poverty in the 
county, access to transportation needs to be improved. Two model alternatives can be found in 
neighboring Northampton County and in rural Anson County, close to Charlotte. 
To increase access to workforce development opportunities, Northampton County funded the 
extension of specific transportation van service, outsourced through a contract with CPTA, for the 
exclusive use of two vans to cover each half of its large jurisdiction.17 The vans were used to 
transport Work First participants to job readiness classes, job search activities, and appointments 
with social workers. The van service was considered crucial because Northampton County, like 
Bertie County, lacks major retailers and many services, and residents typically have to travel 
considerable distance for jobs and support services (Weigensberg et al., 2008). Consideration also 
must be given to transportation for individuals after job training, to allow them access to 
employment opportunities. This is particularly the case in Bertie County, as in other rural counties, 
which is industry poor and where people often have to go great distances to find employment. In 
Anson County, the program Wheels that Work, offered Work First participants $4,500 toward the 
                                                          
17 Northampton County is 551 square miles. Bertie County is 741 square miles. 
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purchase of a vehicle providing the participant was in good standing and they had received a job 
offer (Weigensberg et al., 2008). 
Institutional barriers and perception 
A less obvious, but equally important, challenge exists for many individuals seeking job training 
through the community colleges, for which community partnerships can be vital. Before committing 
to forming Christian Women’s Job Corp, Pat Byrd undertook a needs assessment, which included a 
survey of individuals in the community and area social service providers—including Roanoke-
Chowan Community College, Co-Operative Extension, and area churches—to find what gaps 
existed in services. She found that, while resources existed for people in need, a gap existed in 
helping them navigate through the system. She also heard from many that there was an aversion to 
using some of the established programs because of the real or imagined perception of institutional 
barriers.  A retired regional foundation staffer said, “In our region, we have a long tradition of taking 
care of our own. To transition to more organized services that have to be shared loses some 
people.”18 CWJC plays that role. An instructor at RCCC shared that the benefit of CWJC is twofold. 
“The challenge that people have is that they have to negotiate many systems. [CWJC] helps with 
that.” They went on to say that it also helps with the, “negative stigma associated with the 
Department of Social Services, particularly in a small community where it is harder to hide ones 
activities. I have heard people say, for example, ‘I don’t want [others in the community] to know my 
history.’”19 . Byrd gave the example of a woman who had been to the community college, but who 
could not get the answers to the questions she needed. The woman needed identification to register, 
which was not clearly communicated to her by community college staff. Byrd later went with her 
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and was able to help the woman get her social security card in two days. “People needing help do 
not always know how to ask the right questions. At the same time, providers do not always take the 
time to go beyond the ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answer, to ask how else they might help.”20 
A program officer at a regional foundation provided another rural example. After a mill closed in 
Catawba County, the foundation provided scholarship money for advanced manufacturing training 
at the local community college. Eighteen months went by, and few attended the classes. The 
foundation then provided support to a local fellowship hall to offer the same classes, and they were 
full. The program officer remembers one fellowship hall class participant saying, “I am just coming 
to support the pastor,” deflecting his true intentions. The program officer suggested that locally-
based community and faith-based groups have “more currency, more social capital” in rural areas, 
which makes them more welcoming as venues for employment training classes.21 
By community college training being housed within the community provider, instructors have easy 
access to local staff, who understand the daily challenges of the students outside of the employment 
training class. Co-location creates better information sharing between entities and better outcomes 
for participants. County-wide coordination and recognition of the effectiveness of place-based 
workforce development offerings would better shed light on the informal case management role that 
community-based agencies play, and the existing connections they have to county departments. 
Both the Place of Possibilities and CWJC provide access to career readiness and other educational 
opportunities that are deemed crucial by public agencies, as indicated by the fact that they get 
referrals from the public school system, the Department of Social Services, and the Department of 
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Corrections. This reflects the gap that these organizations fill, in terms of services necessary to the 
community. 
This connection is important because it speaks to the level of support that should be given to the 
case management provided by the local agencies. Currently, CWJC provides supplemental assistance 
as it can, though the limited donations they receive. In other communities, publicly supported 
wraparound services have proven to accelerate employment-training outcomes. In one community, 
financial and wrap-around benefits funded by the county include transportation vouchers, food 
subsidies, childcare assistance, and free training supplies (Mackey et al., 2012).  
Marketing challenges 
The aversion to institutions on the part of potential beneficiaries makes it challenging for those 
institutions to market their available services.  
 With enrollment free for the unemployed and underemployed, and with the impact of the economic 
downturn on unemployment, one would think that HRD classes would be a welcome resource. But, 
according to an official at RCCC, they are less well attended than one might expect, both in Bertie 
and in other parts of the state.22 The partnerships between RCCC and the Place of Possibilities and 
Christian Women’s Job Corp are seen as an answer to this challenge.  An RCCC instructor said, “We 
are successful when we tag onto existing programs. We do not always get the audience, when we go 
it alone to different communities.”23  
On their own and out of context, the impact that the Place of Possibilities and Christian Women’s 
Job Corp have on workforce development could be thought of as small. CWJC served nineteen 
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women in 2013. The Place of Possibilities served eight people per E-Zone cohort. Yet those were 
individuals who likely would not have received HRD classes from Roanoke-Chowan Community 
College otherwise, due to aforementioned barriers. Also, from the perspective of the cost of 
allocated resources and the size of the communities in which they operate, the outcomes are 
meaningful. 
It is also important to consider the additive effect of many similar collaborations throughout the 
county. As was mentioned earlier, RCCC offers HRD classes in other community venues in Bertie. 
While the college tracks this activity, the county does not. The benefits of such collaborations, and 
their role within larger county economic development and workforce development planning, would 
be made clearer with better county-wide coordination and tracking of such activity. Such 
collaborative coordination has proven to be meaningful in other communities. In its report on the 
Rural Community College Initiative, MDC wrote, “...even the most community oriented 
[community colleges]became more responsive to community needs when they sustained an active 
college/community team to plan and oversee their RCCI work. Having such a leadership group that 
met regularly and worked together on a community development and education agenda gave the 
college new insights into community concerns and gave community leaders a new understanding of 
the college” (MDC, 2002).  
An understanding of how college/community workforce partnerships increase access to 
employment training classes, such as Human Resource Development curriculum leads to 
opportunities to consider how such partnerships could inform equally beneficial collaborations 
between community colleges and two other entities, employers and federally-funded workforce 
development agencies. These collaborations have been discussed briefly in this paper, and in the 
next section, they are discussed in more detail, in the context of broader systemic and sustainability 
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challenges to improving workforce development opportunities in Bertie County. The necessary yet 
challenged link between economic development and workforce development will be highlighted, as 
will the importance of the types and number of industries in the county. That will be followed by a 
consideration of the long-term viability of college/community partnerships and the macroeconomic 
factors impacting them.  
 
5. Beyond the Classroom: Systemic and Sustainability Challenges to Rural Workforce 
Development 
Stakeholder interviews suggested that among the many agencies responsible with making positive 
change in their community, the coordination that led to the partnerships between Roanoke-Chowan 
Community College and the Place of Possibilities and Christian Women’s Job Corp is somewhat 
unique. A broader challenge to increasing workforce training and participation is coordination with 
and among other public agencies. Other challenges to consider beyond college/community 
partnerships’ immediate scope of influence are the role of industry and the impact of race and 
poverty. 
Challenges of county-wide coordination 
As mentioned in the previous section, both Place of Possibilities and Christian Women’s Job Corp  
receive referrals from public agencies, such as the Department of Social Services. But it is important 
to distinguish between the day-to-day cooperation that takes place at the service-delivery level, 
among employees on the ground, and high-level forms of collaboration among management, 
Information obtained from interviews suggests that the level of cooperation that takes place at the 
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provider level, between community-based agencies and those who make referrals from public 
agencies, is not seen at higher levels, among the public agencies themselves, where strategic 
decisionmaking and county-wide planning would take place. This is seen among the community 
colleges, among them and the Federally-funded workforce provider, among all of the workforce 
providers and the economic development community, and among county leadership. 
Coordination between the two community colleges that serve Bertie County, Martin Community 
College and Roanoke-Chowan Community College, is impacted by how the geography they serve is 
defined. For college curriculum courses that can lead to two-year degrees or that can be transferred 
to a four-year college, MCC serves residents of Windsor and residents in the southern half of the 
county, while RCCC serves the northern half of the county. But for the continuing education 
curriculum, of which HRD courses are a part, both colleges can serve the whole county. There is a 
belief that residents of the county are disserved by the overlap. A workforce development official 
said, “The two community colleges say that everything is fine, but the reality is different. The result 
of all of this is a no man’s land.”24 Complicating the arrangement is the fact that funding for RCCC 
was discontinued by Bertie County commissioners for fiscal year 2014, due to poor relations with 
RCCC’s former president and the lack of Bertie representation on RCCC’s board (even though 
board selection is made at the state level and is out of the control of the college directly). This was 
the case, even though Bertie residents comprised 24 percent of total curriculum enrollment for 
RCCC, of the four counties that RCCC serves, and the college provides workforce development 
classes with Bertie County emergency services/public safety initiatives in eighteen departments for 
Emergency Management Services, Fire, Law Enforcement, and Medical Transport.25 
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A seemingly obvious link to strengthen to increase access to employment training opportunities is 
the one between the community colleges and the county’s NCWorks office. H. Martin Lancaster, 
former president of the North Carolina community college system, encouraged, “promotion of 
HRD as a valuable partner, not only with other community college program areas, such as 
continuing education...but with other state agencies. One of the clear linkages should be with the 
JobLink [now NCWorks] centers around the state, one-third of which are located on community 
college campuses...JobLink is the link for providing one-stop workforce development services to the 
State’s citizens, and as much as any program that we have within the community college system, 
HRD is closely linked to JobLink” (Taking,  2008). Green (2007) on the other hand, questions 
whether Federal support for workforce development could be used more effectively, writing, “...the 
Workforce Investment Act has had many beneficial effects on training efforts. I do think, however, 
it can be more effective by helping build the capacity of community-based organizations and 
community colleges.” 
Choanoke Area Development Authority (CADA) manages Bertie County’s NCWorks office, the 
federally-funded workforce development center, located in Windsor. Staff acknowledge that one 
location in a large county misses people who would benefit from their services.26 In the past, CADA 
had funding to deploy staff to different towns in the region it serves, and staff said that they could 
do more if that was still the case. Can better coordination between CADA and community-based 
providers help to facilitate this process, by leveraging existing funding or by making funding more 
attractive to grantmakers, due to the collaborative nature of the work? An alternative strategy would 
be to work through the community colleges, many of which already house their county’s NCWorks 
office. The chairman of the board of another rural county in North Carolina said, “I believe the 
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pathway to the future is through the community college and job retraining and new technology. If 
the community college was a central hub to allow people to enter the work force or to be retrained 
or redirected, it would be beneficial to our community and others” (Burns, 2014). That approach 
would be complicated in Bertie, by the remote nature of the two community colleges that serve it. 
At the same time, if an arrangement could be made, coordination locally by community agencies 
should be made easier due to fewer lines of communication and the fact that RCCC provides easier 
access to residents of northern Bertie, and Martin Community College provides better access to 
residents of the southern part of the county. 
Compounding the challenge among workforce providers is the disconnect between their efforts and 
those responsible for economic development.  This is reflected, for example, by the opposing 
perspectives heard from both sides regarding the Perdue factory’s five-strike rule, a policy whereby 
employees are let go after being late to work five times. Economic development professionals 
described the policy as necessary, whereas workforce development professionals described it as 
punitive and insensitive to the challenges faced by the workforce, related to factors such as 
transportation and childcare. One of the primary recommendations heard at the gathering of 
community leaders, as part of the Kenan Institute’s community economic development process, was 
that Bertie County Economic Development Commission needs to broaden its focus and that an 
advisory group should be formed to bring more diverse perspectives to economic development 
activities. The fact that the likelihood of this happening was questioned by a workforce development 
expert, indicates the challenges of greater coordination between economic and workforce 
development. 
The lack of coordination is also seen in county leadership. A state official said that, “talking between 
the powers that be in Bertie does not happen, but needs to. The only way that Bertie will change is 
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if, as a group of leaders, they work together as a team, plain and simple.”27 The concern that Bertie 
County lacked visionary leadership was expressed by many, and was seen as a cause for Bertie not 
having some of the same success related to industry attraction and tourism that neighboring 
Hertford and Chowan Counties have had. 
Lack of coordination and regionalism have resulted in distrust among many community providers 
about the idea of a county-wide coordinated effort.  One community service provider said that 
economic hardship has led to a fight for the limited resources available. “We need each other, but 
public and private agencies seem to hold on to their own information.”28 This has led to some 
choosing to avoid the issue all together by not seeking public support—financial and other—for 
their work, and by not participating in county-wide initiatives at all, at least not on the surface. In-
difference and a lack of community participation was noted at the community stakeholder gathering, 
when an attendee noted that of the twenty-two people in attendance, only seven actually lived 
and/or worked in Bertie County. The others lived outside of the county and worked for regional 
agencies or community colleges that serve the county. 
This is compounded by how attempts at progress are articulated. The articulation of economic 
development goals to Bertie County residents will be very important for the county to consider. The 
term “economic development” on its own is broad, lacks a specific, agreed upon definition, and can 
mean different things to different people. For some individuals in Bertie County, the term 
“economic development” suggested projects that will change then county and have a negative 
impact on the quality of life. For others, “economic development” meant an increase in jobs, but 
ones that will not necessarily pay wages that will lift them out of poverty. When articulating 
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economic development opportunities to the county as a whole, it is important to ensure that they 
strive to improve the quality of life for the county as a whole. 
Challenge of engaging industry 
The composition of Bertie County’s industries presents another obstacle and creates inherent 
challenges for employer collaboration in employment training opportunities. Its largest employer, 
the Perdue chicken processing plant, employs a quarter of the county’s workforce, with lower skilled 
jobs. Furthermore, only 19 percent of the workforce is employed in the service industry, compared 
to 42 percent in neighboring Hertford County and 50 percent statewide. In addition, manufacturing 
jobs comprise a third of all jobs in Bertie, and 40 percent of nongovernment jobs.29 Research 
suggests that a lack  of industries in a particular area, along with a low vacancy rate of employees, 
discourages collective action for training among firms and community partners (Green, 2007). With 
Perdue being the only private industry in the county employing more than 250 workers, it is 
understandable why there is a lack of incentive to collaborate on training. The county’s dependence 
on Perdue, as an employer, is reflected by the comment of one county official, who said, “If Perdue 
leaves, the county is sunk.”30 In addition to industry participation being impacted by the types and 
number of industries in a region, it can also be complicated by the lack of local authority. Perdue has 
been slow to respond to requests to participate in workforce development coordination in Bertie 
County. The need for authorization from its head office was a roadblock to getting that company on 
board. A community college representative said, “They were interested in [collaborating] but have 
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not moved forward with it because of difficulty getting approval at corporate level.”31 The fact that 
Perdue keeps on payroll 10 percent more employees than it needs suggests their workforce 
development strategy is based more on attrition, rather than on an appreciation for the benefits of 
employee training.32  While some companies, like Perdue, address the issue of industry/workforce 
mismatch by avoiding it, others are aware of job training opportunities, yet natural obsticles still 
exist. This is expressed well by a former chief financial officer of a manufacturer in the region. He 
said that his former employer is well aware of training opportunities and other resources provided 
by the community colleges, to assist with its employment needs. The company rarely takes advantage 
of them, though. “Maybe there is not enough effort to make it happen from both sides, industry and 
workforce developers. It is easy for it [the connection between community colleges and industry] to 
fall apart...People just get busy.”33 
Can greater coordination between community colleges and community providers facilitate an 
improved network with industries? Can employment training be doing more than simply, “throwing 
them over the wall in the hopes that they will land a job” (Osterman, 2007)? Green (2007) argues 
that, “By being more intentional in linking business directly into support networks, better outcomes 
can be had for both businesses through improved productivity, and those they hire, through greater 
employment opportunities. The existence of community-based training efforts improves the process 
of matching the supply and demand of labor in the region.” Engaging local industries early in the 
development of a college/community workforce partnership, allowing industry to participate in 
determining the type of training—whether for soft skills or hard skills—and utilizing third party 
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conveners, as in the case of the Place of Possibilities, could help ameliorate potential industry 
indifference due to the challenges noted previously. 
Many stakeholders interviewed cited opportunities for increasing Career Readiness Certificate (CRC) 
testing, an increasingly-accepted standardized test of employment readiness, through 
college/community workforce partnerships, both for the individuals obtaining them and for the 
county to improve its attractiveness to industry.34 A regional economic development professional 
said of CRC testing, “I love the model...We know employers want potential employees that have 
‘soft skills’, whether that is answering the phone or speaking directly to a customer. That also 
encompasses your dress and attitude. If we could certify an individual in high school that was 
entering the working world, this is what we would want them to have…If I were a business owner 
and there was a high school student with these certificates (CRC) in hand, I would certainly put 
them at the top of my list.”35 
The WorkReady Community model—which promotes industry preparedness by establishing 
benchmarks for CRC testing and high school graduation rates—is seen as an opportunity to, with 
minimal cost, address some of the systemic challenges inherent to workforce development in Bertie 
County.36 Increasing coordination and collaboration, alone, among the county, the community 
colleges, and the school board, would make it a success. Increasing the number of job-certified 
county residents could help opportunities for business attraction and retention. There are valid 
questions, though, as to whether branded workforce initiatives like WorkReady Community really 
increases the demand from new and existing industries? More than 150 businesses in the thirteen-
county NC Eastern Region (the regional economic development zone south of Bertie County) have 
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signed on to participate. While that sounds significant, employer participation in WorkReady does 
not translate directly to an increase in job openings for certified workers. Furthermore, does 
WorkReady address lack of good paying jobs, or just lack of jobs, generally? Will WorkReady focus 
on certifying people only to get them in the easiest available job, without concern for the wage or 
job quality, which is a criticism of current workforce policy and priorities. The director of a regional 
workforce agency shared a concern that opportunities like WorkReady correspond to a statewide 
shift to simply focus on increasing hiring numbers and not increasing skills and training. They see 
this already in the shift in priorities of the new state initiative, NC Works, which replaced JobLink 
statewide.37 Another question is whether focusing on testing and meeting benchmarks actually 
increases job skills. College/community partnerships would go a long way to supporting the 
externally and image-driven WorkReady Community model by actually making substantive 
improvements to the workforce at the grassroots level. 
Workforce experts acknowledge that, for it to work well, WorkReady needs a hub to act as the glue 
that binds the collaborative effort and that addresses the understandable inherent challenges of 
business/agency coordination. Holzer (2008) recommends that, “Regional workforce systems 
should be built that are less fragmented and more coherent, enabling intermediaries to pull together 
the many strands of funding for education and training into a more systematic package that is better 
aligned with the private sector. It should promote partnerships among education providers, 
employers in key industries, and financial supports that improve access to education and training as 
well as good jobs in growing sectors for a range of less-educated workers.” 
Central to making improvements to economic conditions for Bertie County and its residents is a 
cohesive organizing body, to both carry the planning effort begun by the Kenan Institute forward, 
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and to move ahead with other opportunities that are beyond the scope and time horizon of this 
plan. In its plan to the county, the Kenan Institute recommends that a workforce/economic 
development task force be created for this purpose. Representatives for the task force should 
include county officials, economic development staff, staff from the school board, the community 
colleges, the NCWorks office, the community-based agencies, the chamber of commerce, the faith 
community, and industry. Membership should represent the geographic and cultural diversity of the 
county.  
The Place of Possibilities and Christian Women’s Job Corp can be seen as models for how 
coordination can be fostered. Both organizations have been thoughtful about the structure of their 
governance. The POP board of directors includes the economic development director from nearby 
Hertford County and the executive director of the regional community health center. CWJC’s 
advisory board includes representatives from Roanoke-Chowan Community College, town council, 
and the Department of Social Services. Also, engaging local industries early in the development of 
the task force, and utilizing third party conveners, respected by industry, such as the Mid-East 
Commission and North Carolina State Industrial Extension Service, can help ameliorate potential 
industry indifference and internal conflicts among task force partners, due to the challenges noted 
previously. 
A benefit of coordination is that a central hub can strengthen opportunities for future employment 
for otherwise decentralized and localized career readiness participants. This would help with the 
inherent challenges of business/community agency coordination In that way, county-wide 
coordination could play the role of a regional workforce intermediary, networked with community-
based providers. Further research should be done to determine whether it would be better served to 
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be housed within a public agency or to be associated with a regionally-serving nonprofit entity, such 
as Choanoke Area Development Association. 
Challenge of poverty and race 
As mentioned earlier, Bertie County is majority African American, and it has a high rate of poverty 
and low level of educational attainment. This is the case even controlling for the overall racial 
composition of the county population, with African Americans representing 62 percent of the total 
population. While racial inequity is not the subject of this paper, it is worth noting its relevance to 
localized employment training strategies. Generational poverty was cited by many interviewed as a 
cause impacting employment readiness. It is important, though, to be clear about desired outcomes 
for workforce strategies. Previous research by the author of this study on a random sample of Bertie 
households suggest that level of education impacts whether or not one lives in poverty, more so 
than whether one has a job.38 Employment alone is not a sufficient strategy to ending poverty; the 
quality of the job matters. A regional workforce development executive cited concerns that the focus 
on jobs alone corresponds to a statewide shift to simply focus on increasing hiring numbers and not 
increasing skills and training. They see this already in the shift in priorities of the new state initiative, 
NCWorks, which replaced JobLink.39  How to increase opportunities for employment training 
offered by community colleges, the question explored in this paper, is relevant because it provides a 
conduit to additional educational opportunities for participants, which is key to increasing economic 
prosperity for Bertie County families.  
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The statistical analysis also showed a strong correlation between race and poverty and employment 
status, with a disproportionate number of African Americans living in poverty and unemployed. It is 
important to note that racial inequality was not explicitly cited during interviews with county 
stakeholders as the reason that many in Bertie live with poor economic conditions. In all meetings, 
though, it felt like the white elephant in the room. While the question of racial inequality is not 
central to this paper, it is embedded implicitly in every aspect of it. Taking a broader historical 
approach, there could be a connection drawn between the impact of generational poverty and race, 
as Bertie County’s overall population has historically be a majority African American. But to explore 
this further would require a more in depth study of the history of the region.  
The strategy of college/community workforce partnerships is the notion that employment training 
opportunities provided for a local community’s residents by a provider who reflects that community 
will be more welcoming than alternative offerings located farther away. Implicit in this strategy is 
that this will attract those in need, the majority of whom in most towns in Bertie are African 
American. Other communities have worked to address the issue more formally. Two community 
colleges in the Rural Community College Initiative hired recruiters to target prospective African-
American students, who were underrepresented at those colleges. At Danville Community College, 
in Virginia, an assessment of who utilized the college and who did not led the college to established 
four neighborhood centers that provide GED, computer literacy, and continuing education courses 
for underserved populations (MDC, 2002). The strategy presented in the paper does not assume to 
address the racial inequity in Bertie County. Further research to determine its effectiveness in this 
regard should include a survey of employment training participants at various locations. 
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Challenges of sustainability 
Opportunities for increased collaborations between community colleges and community-based 
organizations such as the Place of Possibilities and Christian Women’s Job Corp are complicated by 
the inherent instability of operating a small nonprofit organization and by characteristics that make 
POP and CWJC unique. Both are faith-based institutions, and the organizations’ ties to their 
supporting churches are strong and key to their financial stability. CWJC is currently an all-volunteer 
organization. The First Baptist Church of Ahoskie provides in-kind office and classroom space, and 
it covers many of the organization’s administrative needs. POP has a staff of six, but expenses of 
only $66,000 and no salary line item.40 All God’s Children Methodist Church pays employees’ 
salaries at the Place of Possibilities. The church also owns the building in which POP operates. A 
regional foundation executive said that there are many rural organizations, like POP and CWJC, that 
rely on atypical financial arrangements that fall outside of prescribed business models.41 This can 
cause challenges for program coordination, continuity, and replication. For example, the grant 
period for funding the E-Zone ended in 2013. As of now, there is no direct private foundation 
support to continue it, although the organization is committed to finding a way for it do to so. 
Roanoke-Chowan Community College’s portion of the program was funded through its own 
Continuum Education budget, as part of the HRD mandate. But just because it was free to POP and 
to the program participants does not mean that continuing it is a given. A RCCC instructor said, “It 
can be a struggle to get your foot in the door with community agencies [like POP]. Then it can be a 
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struggle to maintain it and keep it going. There can be challenges of continuity and consistency, due 
to the short time horizons of programming and funding.”42 
Beyond specific programs, fundraising generally in small rural communities is very challenging and 
can have an unintended impact on program delivery. A regional foundation executive said, “At the 
local level, attracting resources is very competitive. It is a fight for survival. Churches compete for 
members, to keep the doors open. One way they do this is by competing for the services they 
provide. They [churches] don’t always play well together.”43 A regional nonprofit expert said, “Every 
church needs to have its own Family Life Center, which brings with it the expectation that the space 
will be filled with community events and classes. In our rural areas, there aren’t enough people to 
support them all.”44 In that way, it was suggested that the business of the church could hurt the 
business of service. In addition, another foundation program officer shared their experience that 
faith-based groups operate with a different mentality than other types of entities. “They will do what 
it takes to address a problem, by rolling up their sleeves and calling in the troops. What happens 
next is the harder part. They figure out how to work on a problem, but it is not planned. There is no 
consideration for long-term sustainability.” They went on to suggest that marrying community 
college employment training and NCWorks offerings with community-based and faith-based groups 
has a lot of merit. “The challenge,” they said, “will be how to find common ground between the 
time horizons, expectations, and organizational beliefs of the different actors in the network. Can 
churches and government come together? This is the critical question, and it is a critical one for our 
rural communities.”45 
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One approach that philanthropy has taking is to act as a bridge between those worlds and encourage 
rural capacity building efforts with their grantmaking. In a study about nonprofit capacity in rural 
North Carolina, three primary challenges were cited for long-term organizational effectiveness: a 
deficit of organizational leadership; a limited understanding of market position and how to 
communicate to the public; and revenue structures that are unsustainable.46 A number of programs 
have been developed to address these and other challenges for community-based organizations. The 
Blue Cross Blue Shield Foundation of North Carolina created “Healthy Organizations, Healthy 
Communities through Leadership,” a workshop series focused on board recruitment, community 
engagement, and succession planning, designed to ensure strong leadership for each participating 
nonprofit.47 Specifically in the eastern region of North Carolina, Vident Health, in partnership with 
Kate B. Reynolds Charitable Trust and Duke University Nonprofit Management Program, created a 
learning cluster for nonprofit leaders, to help them build infrastructure and organizational capacity. 
The Place of Possibilities is participating in this program. 
One thing that has precipitated this interest by philanthropy is that the economic downturn has 
forced foundations to look differently at their grantmaking. A regional nonprofit expert said, “They 
know that in some parts of the region, the small nonprofits are the ones doing the work. But at the 
same time, they are having to tighten things up, in terms of giving.”48 Reduced grantmaking is 
potentially forcing collaboration. Part of this is due to calculations that foundations make related to 
impact per dollar spent. The size of some counties, like Bertie (population: 20,800), make them less 
attractive for standalone investments, particularly with increasingly limited resources. For the same 
economic reasons, counties officials are now engaged in conversations about strategic regional 
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growth, in ways that they were not before.49 A workforce development expert said that some small 
counties really get more funding and attention than they deserve, on a per capita basis.50 A regional 
nonprofit expert noted that churches, too, are recognizing that they need to work together more.51 
Macro-level trends in the economy, and their effect on the financial health of governments, the 
nonprofit sector, and the foundations that support them are naturally leading to a greater 
consideration of collaboration at all levels. 
The Place of Possibilities’ E-Zone program successfully married community college career readiness 
classes, with technical training, in a community-centered environment. The project was funded for a 
finite time by the Golden LEAF Foundation. At the completion of the grant period, no new 
dedicated funding was available for the program. While foundations are right to promote the idea of 
sustainability, they typically ask for funded programs to develop alternative sources of revenue. In 
rural areas, where funding sources are limited, that can be a challenge. Foundations should 
accommodate for longer periods of funding, to allow for programs to truly take root and have 
impact. An articulation by community agencies of the multiple benefits of the programs and 
collaborations with the community college, examples of which are provided in this paper, can help 
give foundations a broader understanding of the true impact of their funded activity. In the case of 
the Place of Possibilities, the fact that the Golden LEAF grant leveraged publicly-funded Human 
Resource Development classes should be recognized as a model worth continuing. 
Promoting nonprofit capacity building in rural areas acknowledges the challenges faced by rural 
agencies working to make change in their communities. Caution should be given to ensure that best 
practice recommendations related to governance, leadership, fundraising, and financial systems are 
                                                          
49 Personal communication, October 11, 2013  
50 Personal communication, November 12, 2014 
51 Personal communication, February 28, 2014 
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balanced by an appreciation for the uniqueness of each agency and the context in which they 
operate. 
 
7. Conclusion 
This paper intended to shed light on a form of collaboration that, in some ways, is taken for granted. 
Informal and program specific arrangements, between Roanoke-Chowan Community College and 
both the Place of Possibilities and Christian Women’s Job Corp were not officially part of the 
county’s workforce development toolkit. This paper illustrated, though, that these partnerships play 
as important a role, in their own ways, as formal workforce development offerings. Additionally, the 
ancillary benefits for both the entities involved and the participants they serve make consideration of 
increased intentionality of such collaborations, in Bertie and in other rural counties, warranted. 
Public and private supporters need to be made aware of the full benefits of these collaborations, so 
that funding is encouraged and made available. The benefits of these partnerships also need to be 
considered in light of broader challenges among other agencies that are engaged in workforce and 
economic development efforts. For businesses and other workforce agencies to partner and benefit 
themselves, centralized coordination of the network of localized partnerships is important. 
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